Just as a rolling stone gathers no moss, a strategic plan that's actually used will gather no dust. Too often, companies devote time and energy to developing strategic plans, only to never look at them again once they have been printed out. This article explains the critical importance of actually using and implementing your company's strategic plan, and offers practical tips for avoiding the most common traps that keep a strategic plan sitting, ignored, on a shelf. I recently asked the CEO of one of our longest-standing strategic planning clients how they fared during the worst of the economic downturn. "Well, John, industry demand dropped over 30 percent, some big players failed or were purchased, and every customer demanded a discount." "But how did your company do?" I asked him. "Not so bad," he replied. "We upgraded our production facility as planned, continued to invest in expanding our product line, and remained profitable. In fact, we are growing again."
How was this company able to manage themselves through tough times and continue to support investment in the future? The answer is that over the past decade, their executive team, driven by a shared vision of the future, had identified and implemented strategic goals that literally changed the company's status quo. They had dramatically increased their ability to sustain investments in the future and manage risk.
Based on the shared vision contained in the living document that is their strategic plan, the company's executives dramatically increased their capabilities. For example, they:
• Developed flexible staffing strategies with cross-training, added a third shift, and optimized a full-time/temporary worker mix based on real-time demand.
• Developed sophisticated bidding strategies that allow them to increase the percentage of bids won and managed for profit.
• Diversified their customer base, minimizing the impact of their largest customer going out of business.
• Increased their financial strength, lowering debt and increasing their credit rating. • Put reporting in place and trained managers/supervisors to understand and use those reports to make realtime adjustments.
• Upgraded their management systems, enabling more efficient production scheduling and capturing true costs.
Our client company avoided the four most common traps that keep strategic plans on the shelf. They are:
1. Mismanaging people who do not implement as asked.
2. Undermining personal motivation and ownership.
3. Losing momentum in the face of daily operational needs.
4. Failing to accept how the "real world" works.
Let us explore each of these traps, one by one. The third reason for implementation failure is that "people do not know how to do it". Dealing with this reason can be as simple as investing in training. I once worked with a brilliant software developer who often told me he had no idea how to implement a feature. When I created a rough prototype demonstrating how it could be done, his response was "ah ha!" and was then followed within days with an implementation. If an employee does not have the skill to do it, or the attitude or aptitude to learn, you must assign the task to someone else. That someone else may be an outside consultant or a new employee.
The fourth reason is "people do not have a system to keep up the momentum once they begin". I will say more about the solution to this later, but suffice it to say that without a formal system, everyone tends to be what in the Army we called OBE -overcome by events.
Trap No. 2. Undermining personal motivation and ownership
The second trap that causes strategic plans to gather dust is failing to create a planning experience and then sustain an environment that encourages personal motivation and ownership. Every manager has lamented the lack of employee motivation, ownership, and personal accountability. What is the magic behind companies whose employees exhibit these behaviors?
Think about the experience of reading a play versus attending an excellent performance of that play. Or have you ever read sheet music and then attended an excellent performance of the piece? Which form best ignited your passion? Mozart's piano sonatas are not meant to be read as sheet music; they are meant to be experienced. While the notes written on the paper do not vary, every performance is different -the venue, interaction with the audience, the effect of weather and humidity on the instruments, and the state of mind of the performers, to mention but a few variables (Figure 1 ).
In the same way, a strategic plan is not meant to be read. It is meant to be implemented. Let me say that again. A strategic plan is meant to be implemented.
That implementation starts with the engagement of the hearts and souls of the senior team in a well-organized and facilitated planning meeting that develops a consensus answer to the three strategic questions:
1. Where are we today?
2. Where do we want to be in the future?
3. What parts of today's status quo do we need to change in order to get there?
The key elements of creating a positive strategic planning experience are these:
• Soliciting independent thoughts about the organization's major issues beforehand gets individuals thinking about the future.
• Sustaining interactions between team members as they pool their collective insights to create a short, understood, prioritized, and actionable list of current issues will build trust and understanding.
• Building a shared visualization of the future they are all striving to reach helps create the framework that informs their daily focus and prioritization.
• Identifying this year's focus on status quo changes will accelerate the motion toward the shared visualization of the future.
Do not get me wrong. There is a great value in having a written strategic plan, especially one that is available shortly after the planning meeting. However, the written plan is not a replacement for the planning experience itself. The written plan serves as a tool to remind people of the discussions and decisions they made in the planning meeting. You need a complete plan, one that documents in succinct, clear fashion your long-term vision, mission, and strategy, along with the shorter-term strategic goals, this year's key result measures, and 90-day tactical action steps. (We have visualized this a progress pyramid - Figure 2 .)
To be effective, the plan needs to be one part of an ongoing strategic planning process that empowers change. Otherwise, your strategic plan will join the thousands of other strategic plans sitting on corporate shelves, collecting dust.
Trap No. 3. Losing momentum in the face of daily operational needs I have also asked the most successful strategic planning teams I have worked with to identify the common elements that enabled them to sustain their implementation work. They have identified four key elements in the process, which we have captured as "The Progress Accelerator™" (Figure 3 ).
Agreement is the first phase in the cycle. It is necessary to agree In the real world, implementation can be stymied by overreach, negative words, premature tactical planning, and a failure to "connect the dots."
Without a disciplined process, teams tend to overreach, identifying ten times as many objectives as they can realistically implement. This is due in part to the fact that in a planning meeting, people forget that 90 percent of available resources are already committed to meeting dayto-day obligations. In the words of the great twentieth century designer Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, "less is more" -the KISS principle phrased more elegantly.
Years ago I was invited to attend one of my CEO peer's strategic planning meetings. At the start of the meeting they read through the list of three dozen "good ideas" from last year's meeting, only one or two of which had been implemented. Two days later, we all read the list of "good ideas" discussed at this year's meeting. There was no prioritization. Pareto's 80/20 rule would suggest that if you focus on implementing the most valuable 20 percent -only seven of three dozen items -you would realize 80 percent of the potential value. Instead, by listing every item in a non-prioritized manner, this team created a burst of noise rather than a call to action. An unrealistically large, un-prioritized list of objectives won't ever get implemented in the "real world."
Interestingly, the words you use affect your outcomes. For example, I ban the use of the word drafts because a draft plan is an excuse to delay implementation. I promote driving as quickly as possible to a version 1.0 plan. (You are always working to enhance and extend as you work to version 2.0, 3.0, and so on.) I used to talk about planning retreats until the CEO of one of our clients told me to change the wording. "I hate the word 'retreat,'" he said, "because it suggests losing ground." Another word to ban is try. When someone says they will try to get it done, that is code for it will not get done. (As Yoda said in the movie "Star Wars": "Do or do not. There is no try.") Be aware of the action words you use. Use the phrase "when we finish" rather than "if we finish." I prefer to have teams drive to positive ends, setting an objective to increase employee and customer retention rather than "reduce turnover." In the real world, the language you use matters a great deal.
On the subject of premature tactical planning, I have observed much confusion regarding five-year strategic plans. It is common for teams to feel obligated to write one to five years of detailed action steps. In practice, they commit to developing those action plans "soon," but building a one-to-five-year, detailed action plan in the real world ends up being a big task that keeps being put off to "next week." In fact, the tactical window extends only 90 days. The engineers at MSU and Boeing developed a system that could provide reliable communications 24 hours a day via meteor trails. On the surface, this solution appears absurd. How can you predict exactly when a meteor will enter earth's atmosphere? The answer is -you cannot. What you can predict is that over a reasonable period of time there will be enough meteors entering our atmosphere to get the job done. That is, as long as we have the capability to quickly recognize when a meteor enters our atmosphere and we have prepared a system to capitalize on that entry.
Remember that what makes a strategic plan "strategic" is its ability to change the status quo. You need to focus on creating a sustainable strategic planning process rather than simply engaging in a one-time event.
Building implementation into your planning process from the very start and avoiding the four most common traps will keep your company's strategic plan from joining too many others in the "dustbin of history."
Ad astra per aspera -To the stars through difficulties.
